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The Role of a Certified Public Accountant
in the Fiduciary Field
Mary Louise Bruneau, CPA
New York, New York

The role of the certified public accountant in
the fiduciary field has grown very considerably
in recent years. Before the Industrial Revolu
tion and the advent of federal and state in
come and estate and inheritance taxes, lawyers
took sole charge of fiduciary matters, prin
cipally because legal counsel was required to
guide the fiduciary through the necessary court
procedures. However, with the increased com
plexity of wealth and taxes, the certified public
accounting profession has developed from its
beginning in 1896 to its present 80,000 mem
bership.
The certified public accountant’s position in
fiduciary work has not been fully recognized.
It will be the purpose of this article to define
accounting in the fiduciary field; to bring out
the relationship of the certified public ac
countant, the lawyer, and the executor; to
illustrate some of the ways in which the role
of the certified public accountant can be placed
in the proper perspective; and to consider the
available reference materials in this field.
The role of a certified public accountant in
the fiduciary field is rightfully the same as it is
in the other areas of his practice. It consists of
accounting, including the preparation of
schedules for the court, auditing, and income
and estate tax work. It encompasses advisory
services before as well as after an estate or
trust is created. It therefore necessarily in
cludes the planning aspects which precede the
advent of an estate or trust.
The certified public accountant by education,
training, and experience is best qualified with
respect to the financial aspects and, in addi
tion, has the intimate knowledge and under
standing of his client’s affairs to enable him to
continue in his role of financial advisor after
his client’s death, and, if he has been the in
dependent auditor, to continue in this capac
ity also.

accurate records of all transactions in systema
tic books of accounts. (Grange et al., Wills,
Executors and Trustees, Rev. Ed., page 430)
The first CPA, Frank Broaker, defined
“fiduciary accounting” in 1897, one year after
the first CPA Law was passed and accountancy
was legally recognized as a learned profession,
as follows:
“Fiduciary accounting, relating to the accounts
of executors, administrators, guardians, trustees,
assignees, and receivers, with respect to sys
tematizing their accounts in such manner as
to afford ready data for preparing schedules
and accounting for filing in the Surrogate’s and
other courts, and the preparation of said ac
counts in prescribed legal forms.”
(Frank Broaker, The American Accountants’
Manual, Vol. 1, 1897, page 183)

The word “accounting” also refers to the
entire scope of work of the certified public
accountant in the fiduciary field including the
various tax and other financial advisory aspects.
In some accounting organizations the fiduci
ary activities are, for convenience, divided be
tween two committees: Estate Planning, before
the fiduciary relationship is created, and
Fiduciary Accounting, after the trust or estate
is established.
Fiduciary accounting is necessary to carry
out the requirements of the court in dis
charging the responsibility of the fiduciary and
of the taxing authorities in determining the
correct estate, inheritance and income tax
liabilities. This is performed in accordance
with generally accepted accounting principles
insofar as possible in meeting the requirements
of the court and the taxing authorities.

Relationship of the CPA and Lawyer in Fiduci
ary Matters
The legal phases are the lawyer’s. The ac
counting aspects are the CPA’s. Accounting
aspects applicable to the estates of deceased
persons have been summarized as follows:

Definition of Accounting in the Fiduciary Field
The word “accounting” has a number of
meanings. This has been a source of confusion
to nonaccountants with reference to the role
of the certified public accountant in the fiduci
ary field.
In probate work, the expression “to ac
count” refers to the filing with the court of a
detailed statement by the fiduciary. To the
CPA the term “account” means, in addition to
this, the necessity for keeping complete and

1. Assisting in the gathering of data re
quired for the estate inventory. This work
will often include the determination of
the values of stocks, bonds, and other
investments; also the valuation of in
tangible assets such as goodwill, leases,
patents, and contracts; it may also in
clude the determination of the value of
the deceased’s interest in a partnership.
2. Preparation of state inheritance and fed
eral estate tax returns, usually in collab
oration with counsel.
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3. Installation of an accounting system and
opening of the books.
4. Maintenance of the books for the exec
utor, or making periodical examinations
to see that the entries on the books have
been properly recorded.
5. Preparation of state and federal income
tax returns.
6. Preparation of the schedules for the ac
count of proceedings.
(Grange, Staub and Blackford, Wills,
Executors and Trustees, p. 435)

for the personal representative. As the
final point, it states that the lawyer is
entitled to extra fees for the performance
of duties normally performable by the per
sonal representative but which fall to the
lawyer because of the personal repre
sentative’s inexperience or lack of ability.
This would, by implication, mean that the
preparation and filing of the income tax
returns are not services normally per
formed by the personal representative.
4. The CPA, as a professional person, must
exercise his own judgment as to the point
beyond which he is entitled to an addi
tional fee for his expert knowledge.

The basic relationship of law and account
ancy has been stated as:
“The determination of the legal rights of the
several parties to the creation, exchange, and
ultimate consumption of a product is the field
of law, more particularly business law. The
determination by means of its records of the
value and extent of these rights and duties
is the province of accountancy as related to
law. Accountancy is thus seen to be the hand
maiden of both economics and law. None of
them can progress far without the help of the
other two.”
(Roy Kester, Principles of Accounting,
4th ed.)

(The New York Certified Public Ac
countant, May 1963, Letters to the
Editor, pp. 313-4, abridged)

Selected List of Publications
It is suggested that the following publica
tions should be in a basic fiduciary library:
COMPREHENSIVE
1. Dodge & Sullivan, Estate Administration
and Accounting (New York 1952)
2. Grange, Staub & Blackford, Wills, Exec
utors and Trustees (NY: Ronald Press,
1950)
3. Garris, Estates Practice Guide (NY:
Baker, Voorhis, 1954), 2 vols. Extensive.
CURRENT TAX LAW
1. Lewis, James, The Estate Tax (NY: Prac
ticing Law Institute)
2. Michaelson, Arthur M., Income Taxation
of Estates and Trusts (NY: PLI)
3. CCH, Federal Estate and Gift Taxes Ex

This relationship is often not brought out
since a major portion of the literature in the
estate and trust field has been written by
lawyers and trust company officials who are
not CPAs. In reading, it is always advisable to
note the background and qualifications of the
authors, to see from what viewpoint the book
is written. It is important for the reader to
have his own broad perspective so that, in
reading, he can expend the author’s view
point.

plained
4.
Looseleaf tax services.
ESTATE PLANNING
1. Trachtman, Joseph, Estate Planning (New
York: PLI)
2. MacNeill, Earl S., Making the Most of
Your Estate (NY: Harpers, 1957)
Several others which are more extensive
are: Appleman’s Basic Estate Planning,
1957, and Casner’s Estate Planning, 1961.
PERIODICALS
1.
Trusts and Estates
2. Articles from accounting, trade and popu
lar magazines.

The Relationship of the CPA and the Executor

In response to a letter from a CPA to the
New York State Society of Certified Public
Accountants regarding additional compensa
tion for accounting services performed while
acting as executor, this author pointed out the
following:
1. Executors’ duties encompass normal rou
tine bookkeeping functions, where no
complexity is involved, and professional
accounting services are not necessary. This
could include preparation of simple in
come tax returns.
2. Where the CPA acts in his expert ca
pacity, he is entitled to additional com
pensation. In the last few years,
Surrogate’s Courts have extended to other
professions, besides law, additional com
pensation where specialized professional
services have been rendered.
3. The Illinois Bar Association in its “Sug
gested Fees for Estate Planning and Ad
ministration” lists as ordinary legal
services (and therefore not executors’
duties) the preparation and filing of in
come, estate and inheritance tax returns

In fiduciary work, the CPA is in a peculiarly
sensitive and responsible position. He fre
quently knows more about his client’s financial
affairs than any one else. This gives him
greater opportunity and greater responsibility
for significant and satisfying service.
He must not “Hide his light under a bushel
basket.” He should speak up. The medical
doctor does so with his patient. The CPA’s
professional responsibility in financial matters
is the same.
*

*

*

*

“The true test of civilization is, not the
census, nor the size of the cities, nor the crops
—no, but the kind of man the country turns
out.”
—Ralph Waldo Emerson
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